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In Defense of the Warren Commission 

In mid-February, for the benefit of television viewers in 
Australia, I found myself squaring off on the subject of JFK 
against Fletcher Prouty and Carl Oglesby. Perched on a stool 
beside me in a Los Angeles studio was Wesley J. Liebeler, a 
60-year-old professor of law at U.C.L.A. Originally from 
North Dakota and conservative/libertarian in political out- 
look, Liebeler was one of the staff counsels on the Warren 
Commission. Later, in a week when JFK got eight Academy 
Award nominations, and when Richard Heffner, a Rutgers 
professor who is also chairman of the motion picture indus- 
try’s film rating system, announced in the Los Angeles Times 
that JFK marked the end of the Gutenberg era and the dawn 
of a new way of telling history, I drove up to Zuma Beach and 
interviewed Liebeler. 

AC: What about the speed at which Oswald would have had 
to fire his Mannlicher-Carcano? Critics of the Warren Com- 
mission say Oswald could never have loosed off the shots in 
so short a time . 

WJL: The clock for the whole thing is the Zapruder film, 
which runs at 18.3 frames a second. The film shows only two 
shots striking the people in the car. A time fix on the first shot 
can’t be precise, for reasons I’ll come back to. But the time 
of impact of the second shot that struck is precise. That was 
at frames 312-313 of the Zapruder film. At frame 313 the head 
just explodes. So either at 312 or 313, which is practically the 
same instant. And that’s the last shot for which there is any 
evidence of anything in the car being struck. 

The first shot hit, in the view of the Warren Commission, 
between frames 210 and 225. The commission came to that 
conclusion based on the Zapruder film, which shows that at 
a certain point Kennedy was reacting to a shot. He raises his 
hands up. During part of that time the limousine is behind a 
road sign, so it can’t be seen for about .9 of a second. So you 
can’t tell how long before the reaction the shot actually struck. 

The House Assassination Committee (1978) said the first 
shot struck around frame 190, which is a little sooner, about 
a second. So to establish the time frame the Warren Commis- 
sion subtracted either 210 or 225 from 312, and divided that 
by 18.3. Let’s say 210. This gives us 5.6 seconds. Take 313 and 
subtract 225, and divide that by 18.3 and that gives 4.8 
seconds. So the commission said that the time lapse between 
the first shot that hit and the second shot that hit was be- 
tween 4.8 and 5.6 seconds. 

If we assume that three shots were fired, you have the ques- 
tion of which shot missed. The House committee concluded 
that the first shot missed. The Warren Commission never de- 
cided on the matter. The evidence is consistent with the prop- 
osition that the first shot missed. If so, all Oswald had to do 
was fire one more shot. So in fact he would have had from 
4.8 to 5.6 seconds to fire one shot, not three shots. 

AC: So, on that explication , he's waiting with his gun aimed. 
The car comes along , he shoots and misses. But there's no 
time fix as to when he might have fired that shot. It wasn't 


in the famous 4.8 to 5.6 second interval. He reloads and then 
fires the shot that hits the PresidenHn the neck between 
frames 210 or 225 according to the Warren Commission , or 
190 according to the House committee. 

WJL: Right. Now he has to reload (which takes a minimum 
of 2.3 seconds), work the bolt once and fire the third shot 
that’s fired (the second shot that strikes). And he has, accord- 
ing to the Warren Commission, 4.8 to 5.6 seconds. That is 
even time enough to fire twice, which he would have had to 
do if the second shot missed. If, as the House committee said, 
the first shot that hit was fired at frame 190, then Oswald had 
6.72 seconds to fire either one or two shots. That is 313 minus 
190, divided by 18.3. There was enough time. 

You know, people harp on about the Warren Commission, 
which is fine. But the House Assassination Committee con- 
firmed every single finding that the Warren Commission 
made — every one, except on the conspiracy question. 

AC: Well, what about that? 

WJL: The only evidence for conspiracy that the House com- 
mittee had was a Dictabelt tape that recorded police radio 
transmissions. That was discovered long after the event in a 
file cabinet in the Dallas Police Department. There were two 
different radio frequencies that the Dallas Police Department 
used to transmit messages back and forth among the police. 
Both those frequencies were separately recorded. The War- 
ren Commission didn’t know anything about this evidence. 
When you listen to the Dictabelt there’s no sound of shots at 
all. But the House committee took this Dictabelt and gave it 
to an audio consulting firm in Boston that dichan analysis and 
found some pulses. The Dictabelt had been recording from 
a motorcycle somewhere that had its microphone stuck open. 
The consultants claimed they could distinguish four differ- 
ent pulse phenomena, three of which could be made to cor- 
respond to the shots we’ve just talked about, if you pushed 
the first shot back to frame 190. And there was a fourth pulse. 
So the consultants went down to Dealey Plaza, set up micro- 
phones, fired off rifles and established what they called an 
audio footprint, and said initially that there was a 50-50 
probability of a shot fired from the grassy knoll. This was in 
September of 1978. Then in December, right before the House 
committee closed up shop on the hearings, the audio consult- 
ing firm came up with a 95 percent probability on this same 
shot. So on the basis of that evidence the 1978 House com- 
mittee concluded there was probably a conspiracy, that there 
was a guy on the grassy knoll shooting, though he didn’t hit 
anybody. Robert Blakey, the committee’s chief counsel, then 
gave the Dictabelt to the Justice Department to be analyzed 
further. Later he wrote a letter to National Review saying that 
if the Justice Department’s investigation of the tape didn’t 
bear out the 95 percent probability of another shot, he’d re- 
tract the whole conspiracy theory. 

Well, the Justice Department turned all this over to a panel 
of acoustic experts set up by the National Research Council. 
They figured out that sounds on both Dictabelts could be 
matched, and since the one had a time reference, they could 
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fix the time frame on the other Dictabelt as well. The N.R.C. 
acoustic committee then concluded that the sounds on the sec- 
ond Dictabelt were recorded more than a minute after the as- 
sassination occurred. So they didn't have anything to do with 
the shots in Dealey Plaza. 

AC: The other thing that seems to cause people a lot of prob- 
lems is the ft single-bullet theory” — the first shot that hit Ken- 
nedy and also John Connally. 

WJL: The first shot that hit went through the top of Ken- 
nedy's back, came through the throat to the right of his 
trachea, didn't hit any bones. Governor Connally was struck 
right below the right armpit in the back. The bullet went down 
through his chest cavity, came out just below his right nip- 
ple, struck him on the back side of his right wrist at the joint, 
broke the wrist and came out the front of his wrist and en- 
tered his thigh, making a very shallow hole. 

The pathology panel of the House committee and also the 
Warren Commission concluded that the damage to Connally 
was done by one bullet. Work it backwards. If his hand was 
on his thigh, which is 
consistent with the Za- 
pruder film, you know 
that the bullet wasn't 
going very fast when it 
came out the underside 
of the wrist, which has 
implications about how 
fast it was going when 
it entered the wrist. If it had already gone through Connally 's 
chest cavity and the President's neck it had been slowed down. 
A wounds ballistic expert testifying to the House committee 
established that there's a range of velocity within which a bul- 
let will break a bone without hurting the bullet, provided it’s 
not going too fast. 

Warren Commission Exhibit 399 is the so-called “magic" 
or “pristine" bullet. It is neither one. It is in good shape, but 
eight of the nine forensic pathologists on the House commit- 
tee medical panel agreed that it had gone through the Presi- 
dent's neck or upper back and then inflicted all of Connally’s 
wounds. Ask yourself where the bullet went after it came out 
of the President's neck if it didn't hit Connally. After cours- 
ing downward through the President's body, where it hit no 
bone to deflect it, either it's got to hit Connally, who is sit- 
ting right in front of him, or it's got to hit the car. It didn't 
hit the car. 

The Warren Commission did a re-enactment of the assas- 
sination which showed that the President and Governor were 
located in a way that the bullet would have gone directly from 
the exit wound in the President's neck into Connally’s back. 
The House committee used a different meuiod 01 calculating 
the trajectory and unequivocally confirmed the Warren Com- 
mission findings that one bullet — CE 399— -did go through 
the President and inflict the Governor's wounds. The House 
committee said flatly that the trajectory it established sup- 
ported the single-bullet theory. 


Oliver Stone's treatment of this question is simply a lie, and 
he knows it. The House committee confirmed the Warren 
Commission's findings on this point without qualification. 
But with the conspiracy Stone has fabricated, the addition of 
the House of Representatives won't cause any further prob- 
lems. He's got half the country in on it now. 

I have challenged him to debate the validity of the Warren 
Report. Naturally he issued a press release saying he'd be 
happy to do it, but he never responded to me. He's engaged 
in scholarship by press release. I repeat my challenge. 

AC: In the Zapruder film, at frame 313 , when the second bul- 
let strikes, Kennedy's head jerks back convulsively, and peo- 
ple have reckoned this implies a shot from the front. 

WJL: If you look at Kennedy's head, right at frame 313, just 
as the bullet strikes it, it doesn't move backward. It moves 
slightly to the left and downward, just for two or three frames, 
which is consistent with a bullet striking it from behind and 
nowhere else, because the momentum of the bullet is imparted 
instantly. 

Then shortly after frames 312-313 the President’s body goes 
backward. The House committee said there are two explana- 
tions. One is the jet effect, caused by the skull and brain exit- 
ing and forcing the head back and to the left. Combined with 
that effect, the committee said, was a neuromuscular reac- 
tion. The medical evidence is the best way to determine the 
direction of the shots that hit the President. Take the skull. 
The entry wound in the back of his head is “coned" on the 
inside of the skull. What can be constructed of the exit wound 
from the skull is coned on the outside. The House medical 
panel all agreed to these conclusions, and also that the wound 
on the President's upper right back could only be an entrance 
wound. Eight of the nine pathologists on that panel conclud- 
ed that the President was struck by two and only two shots. 
The medical evidence excludes the possibility that the Presi- 
dent was struck by a shot fired from any direction other than 
behind him. 

AC: Why didn't the Warren Commission have access to the 
autopsy photographs and X-rays? 

WJL: Warren didn't want to press Bobby Kennedy, who con- 
trolled them, for their release. The worst consequence was the 
idea that someone was trying to hide something. Without 
these materials the autopsy surgeons described to the com- 
mission their recollection of the wounds, and their medical 
artist drew the diagrams showing the entrance wounds in the 
wrong place. 

AC: What happened to Kennedy's brain? 

WJL: The brain was under Robert Kennedy’s control when 
it disappeared, it is widely believed that he destroyed it. He 
was afraid that these materials might end up on public display. 

AC: Do you think the Warren Report was flawed? 

WJL: It was too oracular, overwritten. Also I think it relied 
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too heavily on eyewitness testimony. The problem is that peo- 
ple will testify to damn hear anything. So the commission had 
one eyewitness testifying that he saw Oswald sticking a rifle 
through the sixth-floor window- — 

AC: But there was another witness next to him who saw Os- 
wald and another man beside him . 

WJL: Right. That’s the problem. The only way you can avoid 
that is to look at evidence that can be replicated. Evidence that 
is here today, will be here tomorrow and 100 years from now: 
the autopsy photographs; the autopsy X-rays; the ballistics 
tests. The bullet that was found on the stretcher was fired from 
Oswald’s rifle to the exclusion of all other rifles; the two big 
fragments in the car were fired from that rifle to the exclusion 
of all other rifles; that rifle was on the sixth floor of the School 
Book Depository; it had Oswald’s print on it; there was a 
brown paper bag there that had Oswald’s palm print on it; 
it was a long bag that would have held a rifle. At this point 
it would be nice to have an eyewitness who said that when he 
gave Oswald a ride to work that morning he had the bag with 
him, and there was one. But fine, never mind how the bag got 
there. We know it was Oswald’s rifle because he rented a post 
office box and his handwriting is on the application; he ordered 
the rifle and his handwriting is on the paper he ordered the 
rifle with; he wrote out a money order and his handwriting is 
on that; and the rifle was sent to his post office box. There are 
a number of pictures of Oswald with a rifle. The House Assas- 
sination Committee, with improved enhancement techniques 
that the Warren Commission didn’t have, was able to prove 
it was the same rifle. The negative was found and it had been 
taken from Oswald’s camera to the exclusion of all other 
cameras. George de Mohrenschildt had a copy of that picture 
with Oswald’s handwriting on the back. There’s no evidence 
of tampering on the negative; the scratch marks are the same. 
The picture was taken six months before the assassination. We 
have photographic evidence, like the Zapruder film. On the 
Tippit shooting, we’ve got forensic evidence that shows clear- 
ly Tippit was killed by bullets from the gun Oswald was car- 
rying when he was arrested. So you can make out a pretty good 
case just on the basis of the physical evidence. 

Why did Oswald kill the President? The man was a malcon- 
tent, not happy, not stupid by any stretch of the imagination, 
but unhappy and discontented. I guess your typical liberal 
[laughs]. Not that. I guess he would have as much contempt 
for liberals as you or I. He was a revolutionary of one form or 
another. I drafted a psychological profile of 
Oswald for chapter seven of the report. It was 
reviewed by a panel including the chief of psy- 
chiatry at the Mayo Clinic, who threw my draft 
down and said, “This is very interesting stuff, 
but it tells me a lot more about you, Liebeler, 
than it does about Oswald.” So how the hell 
□ do I know why Oswald killed the President? 



